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Celebrating with Our Children
This month, I celebrated my 50th birthday by throwing
a Mad Hatter Party for the children and friends of
Mindstretch. As I watched the partygoers have fun, I
was reminded of the many awesome qualities of
children with ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder),
developmental delays or attention challenges ⸺
qualities that make me stop, think and smile. Too often,
conventional therapies seek to change children with
ASD, forcing conformity with ‘societal norms’, while
failing to see the positives.
Here are three of the many positive qualities that show
up when I interact daily with our special needs children.

Spontaneity
Children with ASD or ADHD (Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder) are wonderfully spontaneous in
impulse, behaviour and movement. Once engaged,
they know how to be fully in the present moment. They
have much to teach us about mindfulness.

Truthfulness
You can always rely on a child with ASD to be
spontaneously truthful. At a recent Mindstretch
gathering, I approached a past pupil, who used this
script in response: “Scan complete, access denied.”
The little fellow did not want me in his bubble just then,
and I understood and respected his honesty.

Joy

Thanks to Roxanne Kotze Photography for the photos!
Facebook: @RKotzePhotograhy │Tel/Whatsapp: 076-620-8921.
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As much as our children can get upset by overstimulation, the opposite is also true. Often, their joy is
so strongly apparent, it seems you can touch it. If the
occasion and environment is right and the child does
not feel pressured or cornered, enjoyment will follow.
The Mad Hatter Party provided such an environment,
and the children, in turn, were at their joyful best.
Thanks to all who attended the party and helped make
it the celebration it was. Thanks too to those who have
supported Mindstretch Preschool since it opened
almost four years ago.

Warmly, Jennifer
Mindstretch Founder and Preschool Principal
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Visual Perception
By Mindstretch Teacher Michelle Finegan

Does your child have difficulties with common daily
activities such as those below?

✓ Completing puzzles or dot-to-dot activities.
✓ Planning their actions in relation to the objects
around them.

✓ Dressing themselves by matching their shoes or
socks.

✓ Filtering out visual distractions such as colourful
pictures or movements in the room, in order to
focus on the task at hand.
If so, they may have problems with their visual
perception.
Visual perception refers to the brain’s ability to make
sense of what the eyes see. These skills are
necessary for many everyday tasks, including reading,
writing, completing puzzles, cutting, drawing,
completing math problems, dressing, or even finding
your sock on a messy bedroom floor.

✓ Memory Games: these include games
such as Memory Match.

At Mindstretch Preschool, we work on developing and
improving a child’s visual perception skills every day.
Some of the activities we use are:

✓ Sensory Activities: we have the child use
pipe cleaners to form letters and shapes
(because feeling a shape can help a child
visualize the shape). The letters can then
be glued onto cards, and later the child can
touch them to ‘feel’ the shape of the letter.

✓ Puzzles: we begin with peg puzzles where the
child must match the shape; later, we move on to
more complicated jigsaw puzzles.

Writing and drawing in shaving cream, jelly
powder, or some other medium is another
option.

✓ Shape Posting Bucket: the child posts shapes
into the correct openings.

✓ Hidden Pictures Games: these games are found
in books such as ‘Where’s Wally?’

✓ Identify Objects by Touch: we place
objects or plastic letters in a bag, and have
the child identify the object or letter by its
‘feel’.

✓ Picture Drawing: our learners practice
completing partially drawn pictures.

✓ Dot-to-Dot Exercises: these take the form of
worksheets or puzzles.

✓ Construction-type Activities: our activities
include Duplo, Lego, and other building blocks.

✓ Copy 3-D Block Designs: the child follows
picture cards to build objects.

You can work on these skills with your child at
home! The more practice a child gets, the more
progress they will make.
Mindstretch teachers can provide more ideas to
anyone interested.
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Playtime is Essential
Play promotes physical, cognitive, social and emotional
wellbeing, which is why Mindstretch children get to play
in the garden every day. Such active play increases
concentration spans and reduces hyperactivity. Many of
our children seek proprioceptive input through jumping
on the trampoline. Others get vestibular input by
swinging or simply chilling on the hammock. Riding on
our bikes promotes balance, co-ordination and
interhemispheric integration.
Active play aids brain development and establishes new
neural connections. Children learn how to calibrate their
muscles and bodies, and how to think in abstract terms .

Play also improves a child’s ability to perceive another’s
emotional state. This is particularly important for
children on the autism spectrum, who struggle to read
and interpret emotions. Where necessary, a Mindstretch
teacher guides a learner, helping them to understand
another child’s response. Play also allows lessons in
sharing and turn-taking.
Children who play together chat together: they learn
new words and improve language skills. We sometimes
mix age groups during play. The younger children begin
to play above their usual level. Meanwhile, the older
children benefit by teaching and caring for their young
friends.
Play reduces anxiety and increases calmness. It can
boost self-esteem. Play is a joyful way to learn, which is
why we play every day at Mindstretch.
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Autism Shows in the Brain
Before Symptoms Appear
A new study published in the scientific journal
Nature shows that brain scans can pinpoint
autism long before symptoms appear.
Currently, autism can be diagnosed only from
around the age of two. The study results show
that the signs are there even earlier, from
the first year of life.
In the study, children who developed autism
have differences in the cerebral cortex,
the part of the brain that controls high-level functions like language.
The hope is that the study will lead to an early test and possibly to therapies that can help the child while the
brain is still flexible to change. For example, a brain scan in children who may be at risk ― perhaps because
they come from high-risk families ― could lead to earlier diagnosis. Then, behavioural therapies such as those
that show parents how best to interact with an autistic child could be started earlier.

Early intervention is critical in child development in general, and in autism in particular. The Mindstretch
Kindergarten class takes children from as early as age 3, as we work to be part of the solution.

We Welcome Feedback and Subscriptions
•

Email jen@mindstretch.co.za with comments or suggestions for the newsletter, and please follow us on Facebook to receive
regular news updates (@mindstretch.co.za).
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•

To receive the newsletter, please subscribe online at www.mindstretch.co.za/newsletter
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